Charter School Information in Utah - 1998 to Present (2006) 



An accountability of the specified legislative intent, purpose and need for the creation of 
Charter Schools at inception, including what lessons we have learned from this reform 
initiative and other ramifications for taxpayers. 

Brief History 

HB 145, Schools for the 21 st Century, was sponsored by Brian R. Allen and enacted 
during the 1998 Session by the Legislature. The initial impetus or motivation for Charter 
School creation included the following "purpose statement" - The Legislature recognizes 
that public schools leading educational reform into the 21 st Century will be schools that 
aggressively pursue the goal of continuous improvement and customize their education 

programs to address individual needs of students .financial incentives can help 

stimulate and provide opportunities for public schools to discover and implement 
creative solutions to each school's unique challenges in helping to prepare individual 
students to compete and succeed in ...a global society. 

The Charter School authorization was the second part of this piece of legislation. It 
created a three-year pilot program wherein eight charter schools could be started to 
accomplish the purpose listed above. The express purpose of charter schools was to: 

1) continue to improve student learning; 

2) encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods; 

3) create new professional opportunities for educators that will allow them to 
actively participate in designing and implementing the learning program at the 
school; 

4) increase choice of learning opportunities for students; 

5) establish new models of public schools and a new form of accountability for 
schools that emphasizes the measurement of learning outcomes and the creation 
of innovative measurement tools; and 

6) provide opportunities for greater parental involvement in management decisions 
at the school level. 

A very different element was introduced into the public school system with this 
legislation, the notion that a "public school" may deny enrollment for students based on 
program, class, grade level, or school. Preference for students of parents involved in the 
development of the school was also introduced as an innovative concept. 

SB 169, Charter School Amendments, followed in 2001, resulting in the elimination of 
the "pilot" notation and authorized additional charter schools. This bill also provided 
additional funding for charter schools. The preferential treatment cap of 20% of the 
school enrollment was also stricken from the statute. Although many touted charter 
schools as a lower cost alternative to public schools, additional funds were allocated by 
the legislature in subsequent sessions to bring per student funding closer to funding for 
other school districts despite granting relief from many state mandates. 
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In September 2003, a Utah Foundation report on Charter Schools in Utah stated that in 
addition to the purposes for charter schools noted in legislation (above), others have been 
suggested by charter school advocates, including: 

1) encouraging market-type competition between charter schools and traditional 
schools; 

2) serving special needs populations; 

3) empowering schools to focus more on educational results than compliance with 
regulations; and 

4) talcing pressure off of high enrollment growth districts by providing additional 
schools for new students to attend. 

In revenue and expense comparisons, the Utah Foundation noted that several programs' 
revenue and expenditures were used in comparing charter schools with public school 
districts despite the fact that "no charter schools received grants from the program (CTE) 
and "transportation funding is included in this analysis, even though charter schools do 
not operate to-and-from school transportation programs and very few charter schools 
could feasibly do so." 

The most significant question is, have charter schools achieved the purposes for which 
they were created? 



Issues and consequences not openly discussed with Charter School proliferation 

1. Projections for growth and building construction : Forecasting enrollment growth and 
placement of new facilities to serve the community education need(s) is a significant 
challenge in growing districts. Even the most well founded economist has difficulty 
applying birth-rate, construction permits, and many other factors in the mix to predict 
enrollment growth. As charter schools are not "neighborhood" schools, the difficulty in 
predicting enrollment and anticipating the location of schools is magnified. There are 
some benefits to charter schools in fast growing districts if the location of the new charter 
school is in an area of growth that does not have a new school in the pipeline. The result 
may be the elimination of a planned new facility or delayed construction until the 
population stabilizes and the true impact on surrounding schools is determined. The 
inefficiency in predicting this shift has a negative affect to taxpayers as capacity in new 
and existing facilities is not fully utilized. Several examples of this problem are currently 
unfolding in Alpine and Nebo School Districts. 

2. Staffing existing schools : As charter schools draw students from many schools and 
communities, the ability to accurately predict the impact at existing neighborhood schools 
and adjust staffing to meet the ever changing enrollment is diminished. Experience in 
2005 resulted in chatter schools delaying their opening, enrolling students in 
neighborhood schools and then disenrolling them when the charter school opened. 
Staffing was established, teachers hired or transferred to meet the student need and then 
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the need changed as charter schools came on line. The result was class-size lowering in 
the neighborhood schools with corresponding decreases in state support for the students 
who left. 

Attached is a brief summary of students moving from Alpine School District to Charter 
Schools opened up in the 2003-2005 time period. It is interesting to note that the October 
1 st enrollment counts for the charter schools, when compared with the students exiting the 
Alpine School District are not the same. Some of the difference is attributed to parents 
enrolling students from private schools, other charter schools, home schools, other school 
districts, and in-migration. One of the unforeseen costs to Taxpayers is the movement of 
students from pri vate and home schools to the public system as Taxpayers do not 
currently contribute dollars to support private and home school students. The true impact 
of this shift is currently being studied. 

3. Financial inefficiency of parallel systems : The Utah Foundation noted concerns from 
charter school critics citing parallel system costs. "Charter schools are also inefficient 
because of their small size and independence from central district administrative offices. 
Although there are arguably many educational benefits to small schools, the state and 
districts have long since recognized that there are few financial benefits. That is why 
districts persistently build large schools." In the Fall 2005 Utah Foundation report on the 
challenges facing Utah's Charter Schools, it is noted that charter schools receive $203 
more per student for all M&O funds (less start-up grants) than do districts. It is further 
noted by the Utah Taxpayer's Association, August 2005 article that Utah Charter Schools 
spend 4.4% more for school operations, adjusted for rent and lease costs, than do Utah 
School Districts. Utah Charter Schools also spend less on instruction, the expenditures 
for direct instruction of students, than do Utah School Districts by 4.2%. 

When factors for special education instruction and other adjustments are made, according 
to the Utah Taxpayers Association, Charter School operating costs would be expected to 
be 9.7% lower than School District operating costs. If these factors are considered with 
the total school operation expenses, adjusted for rent and lease costs, charter school 
operating costs would be 15.6% higher instead of 4.4% higher than school districts. 

Where is the efficiency or cost effectiveness to the Taxpayer? 

4. Taxpayer participation : Nearly all school districts go through the pains of Truth in 
Taxation or preparing for a vote of the people to approve general obligation bonds, voted 
leeways, or voted capital initiatives. Charter school funding is allocated by the 
Legislature, net of start-up funds from state and federal entities. Taxpayers have no vote 
in their funding, maintenance, or termination yet they bear the cost for this parallel 
system. Accountability for the financial impact and performance of charter schools rests 
with the Legislature, not with the people. General oversight for the revenue and 
expenditures of charters schools rests with the handful of founding parents or charter 
school management companies, many of whom are legislators or related to legislators. In 
comparison, school districts have engaged the following in participative governance: 
District and School Community Council initiatives, PTA and PTSA organizations, 
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business school partnerships, Higher Ed partnerships, community comment meetings / 
opportunities, regular public meetings, and many other opportunities. 

5. Parental involvement : Charter schools "require" parents to "volunteer" at their 
schools. One example was found on the Lincoln Academy website on June 14, 2005, that 
"parents will be asked to sign a contract to commit to volunteering at the Academy." 
School districts are free and open to all regardless of parent participation. In a "free and 
open" public education system, no requirement can be forced on parents, businesses, or 
other volunteers. In contrast, supportive and energetic parents spend countless hours in 
PTA, Community Council, and other volunteer organizations to encourage parents to 
participate in the education process and support the education of all children. It is a fact 
that parents who are actively participating in the education process are better able to help 
their students succeed. 

6. Social consequences : An item not mentioned anywhere in the discussion is what 
impact this movement is creating in our society. Fractures in relationships are emerging 
for students and their parents. What challenges will occur when students are integrated at 
the secondary school level with other students? Will impacts be felt in athletic or activity 
programs? Will school districts be able to pass bond or leeway levies to operate or 
construct more facilities as students, parents, and businesses withdraw from supporting 
school districts? Although no research has been done in this regard, many comments and 
observations have been made as the rancor of the debate intensifies. 

7. Secondary school pressure : The majority of charter schools are structured K-6/8. As 
students graduate from charter schools at grade 8, the additional pressure placed on 
school districts at grades 9-12 will be significant. Secondary schools are much more 
expensive to build due to the comprehensive high school model and program 
requirements. What are the impacts to Taxpayers? 

8. Special needs populations : One of the objectives of the charter school movement, 
mentioned in the Utah Foundation report, was to serve special needs populations or 
economically disadvantaged students. With a few very significant exceptions (work of 
Dr. Church with AMES), enrollment in charter schools is primarily homogenous and 
targets a higher socioeconomic population. The attached spreadsheet showing the 
movement of students from the Alpine School District affirms this fact. Students in Title 
1 schools, SPED populations, or other students with special needs are not leaving school 
districts for charter schools. Additional research is currently being conducted on the 
demographics of charter schools. 
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Conclusion - What we have learned from the Charter School movement? 

Kids leam better when: 

1) Parents are more involved in their schools 

2) Class Sizes are smaller 

3) Communities are collectively engaged in the building and support of education 
providers 

Education is less expensive when: 

1) Schools don't provide breakfast or lunch programs 

2) Schools don't provide transportation 

3) Schools don't provide extensive self-contained SPED services 

4) Schools don't provide ELL services 

5) Schools don't have to participate in Utah Retirement System programs 

6) Schools are not bound by collective bargaining agreements 

7) Schools are not required to act as a civic center 

8) Schools don't offer athletic and activity programs 

9) Schools have fewer state and federal mandates to comply with 

10) Schools can require parents to volunteer 

11) Schools can turn students away when the number of students in each class, 
program, or school is reached 
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